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Intensive  Cultural  Resources  Survey 
Ditch  61  Extension 
Poinsett  County,  Arkansas 
A  Negative  Finding 

by 

V.  J.  Bennett,  Jr. 


ABSTRACT 


A  cultural  resources  survey  was  undertaken  in  support  of  planned  project 
development  by  the  U.S.  Army  Corps  of  Engineers,  Memphis  District,  at 
Ditch  61,  Poinsett  County,  Arkansas.  The  project  area  consisted  of  twc 
narrow  corridors  comprising  approximately  81  acres.  The  area  is  situated 
within  the  St.  Francis  Sunk  Lands.  Project  activities  included  a  records 
check,  background  study,  and  field  investigations.  No  cultural  resources 
were  located  within  the  project  area.  No  further  archeological 
investigations  are  recommended  for  the  project  area. 
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Intensive  Cultural  Resources  Survey 
Ditch  61  Extension 
Poinsett  County,  Arkansas 
A  Negative  Finding 


INTRODUCTION 


Project  Authorization 

The  U.S.  Army  Corps  of  Engineers,  Memphis  District,  has  proposed  the 
construction  of  an  extension  of  Ditch  61  near  the  Harked  Tree  Siphon, 
Poinsett  County,  Arkansas.  As  part  of  the  fulfillment  of  its 
responsibility  for  the  proper  management  of  cultural  resources  under  the 
National  Historic  Preservation  Act  of  1980  (Public  Law  96-515)  and  other 
authorities,  the  U.S.  Army  Corps  of  Engineers,  Memphis  District, 
determined  that  it  was  necessary  to  conduct  an  intensive  pedestrian 
survey  of  the  project  area  to  locate  and  assess  the  cultural  resources 
that  might  be  impacted  by  this  action.  This  work  was  performed  by 

Archeological  Assessments,  Inc.,  Nashville,  Arkansas,  under  Contract  No. 
DACW66-88-M-0716, 

Project  Area  Location  and  Description  (Figures  1  and  2) 

The  project  area  is  located  in  Poinsett  County,  Arkansas,  northwest  of 
the  town  of  Marked  Tree. 

The  project  area  consists  of  two  linear  corridors.  The  east-west  line, 
approximately  5,100  feet  in  length,  extends  from  station  6+00  to  station 
57+00  (part  of  the  B  i  N  Railroad  trestle) .  Here  the  area  examined 
consisted  of  a  corridor  400  feet  landward  from  the  left  top  bank  and  200 
feet  landward  from  the  right  top  bank.  From  station  6+00  to  station 
17+50  on  the  left  bank,  the  area  of  concern  extends  to  the  top  of  the 
existing  levee. 

A  second  corridor  runs  roughly  north/south  for  approximately  1.75  miles 
from  the  sharp  bend  in  the  levee  (station  34+94  P.C.)  to  the  B  &  N 

Railroad  levee  crossing.  Here  the  area  of  concern  consists  of  an 
approximately  50-foot-wide  corridor  extending  from  the  levee  toe  (on  the 
west  side)  to  the  existing  borrow  pits. 

The  area  examined  consists  of  approximately  81  acres. 

Project  Goals  and  Orientation 

The  aim  of  this  effort  was  to  record  the  cultural  resources  that  existed 
in  the  area,  to  formulate  an  estimate  of  their  possible  significance,  and 
to  estimate  possible  project  impacts  to  these  resources.  Thus,  the 
effort  was  essentially  an  inventory. 
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Figure  1.  Project  vicinity  map. 
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Environmental  Context 


The  project  area  is  located  in  the  St,  Francis  Sunk  Lands  of  the  eastern 
lowlands  of  the  Mississippi  River  Alluvial  Valley  (Saucier  1970,  1974; 
Morse  and  Morse  1983:  15),  just  west  of  the  St.  Francis  River.  The  area 
is  composed  of  depressed  slack-water  flats  and  the  natural  drainageways 
are  sluggish  bayous  and  sloughs  (Gray  and  Ferguson  1977;  6).  Primarily 
from  January  to  June,  this  area  is  flooded  for  periods  of  a  few  days  to 
several  months.  Soils  in  the  area  were  mapped  as  Sharkey  soils, 
frequently  flooded  (Gray  and  Ferguson  1977:  Sheets  27,  36).  These  soils 
are  subject  to  large  amounts  of  shrink  and  swell  due  to  their  large  clay 
content. 

Vegetation  in  the  project  area  is  primarily  hardwood  with  dense 
understory.  Trees  include  cottonwood,  Nuttall  oak,  cherrybark  oak,  and 
sweet  gum.  Important  understory  vegetation  includes  switchcane,  sedges, 
vines,  and  shrubs  (Gray  and  Ferguson  1977:  38). 

Archeological  Context 

The  cultural  resources  of  northeastern  Arkansas  are  both  rich  and 
diverse.  Archeological  research,  primarily  concerned  with  the  region's 
late  pre-Euro-American  occupation,  began  in  the  19th  century.  There 
exist  a  number  of  extensive  overviews  for  these  resources,  including 
Denkin  et  al.  (1978),  Morse  et  al.  (1982),  and  Morse  and  Morse  (1983). 

Human  occupation  has  been  documented  for  the  region  for  over  the  last 
10,000  years.  Most  researchers  divide  the  periods  of  human  use  into  five 
segments:  Paleo-Indian,  Archaic,  Woodland,  Mississippian,  and  Historic, 

Paleo-Indian.  Researchers  estimate  that  human  occupation  of  the  area 
began  more  than  12,000  years  ago  at  the  end  of  the  Pleistocene  geologic 
period.  Distinctive  tools  —  the  fluted  Clovis  and  Folsum  points,  known 
to  have  been  used  by  such  groups  —  are  documented  for  the  region.  This 
period,  thought  to  have  been  characterized  by  a  highly  nomadic  lifeway 
with  an  economic  focus  on  now  extinct  Pleistocene  megafauna,  is  thought 
to  have  lasted  into  the  early  Holocene  geologic  period. 

Dalton.  This  period  follows  chronologically  after  the  "fluted  point" 
tradition  and  is  considered  by  many  researchers  as  the  final  expression 
of  the  Paleo-Indian  lifeway  but  by  others  as  the  beginning  of  the  more 
regionally  restricted  hunting  and  gathering  cultures  of  the  Archaic 
period.  The  distinctive  tools  of  this  culture,  the  Dalton  point  and  its 
variants  as  well  as  the  adze  and  burins,  are  found  in  large  numbers 
throughout  northeast  Arkansas  and  southern  Missouri.  This  period  is 
thought  to  have  lasted  from  approximately  8000  B.C.  until  about  7000 
B.C.  Investigations  at  the  Brand  Site,  situated  in  the  Western  Lowlands 
section  of  Poinsett  County,  are  important  for  the  understanding  of  this 
group  (Goodyear  1974) ,  A  lengthy  discussion  of  the  Dalton  period  is 
found  in  Morse  and  Morse  (1983:  71-95). 
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Archaic.  This  is  a  very  long  period  estimated  to  have  lasted  from  about 
7000  B.C.  until  about  500  B.C.  It  is  marked  by  a  hunting  and  gathering 
lifeway  thought  to  have  been  organized  within  band  societies.  Horse  and 
Horse  (1983:  99-114)  discuss  the  possibility  of  a  marked  population 
decrease  in  the  Central  Hississippi  River  Valley  during  the  warmer  and 
drier  Hypsithermal  period  (7000  to  3000  B.C.)  during  this  occupation. 
After  about  3000  B.C.,  the  regional  population  is  thought  to  have 
increased  substantially. 

Woodland.  This  period,  from  about  500  B.C.  to  A.D.  900/1000,  is  thought 
to  have  seen  the  first  manufacture  of  ceramics  in  the  region.  It  is 
also  associated  with  mound  construction,  and  a  number  of  researchers 
believe  it  marks  the  introduction  of  horticulture  as  part  of  the  economy. 

Hississippian.  The  beginning  of  this  period  of  rapid  cultural  change  is 
not  known  with  certainty,  but  it  was  clearly  in  place  by  A.D.  1000.  A 
convenient  marker  for  this  period  is  thought  to  be  the  widespread 
appearance  of  shell-tempered  ceramics.  Other  traits  include  construction 
of  earthen  temple  mounds,  great  variety  in  arrow  points,  and  cultivation 
of  corn,  beans,  and  squash. 

Historic.  Prior  to  the  beginning  of  the  19th  century,  Euro-American 
presence  in  the  area  was  extremely  limited.  After  the  Louisiana  Purchase 
in  1803,  Euro-American  settlement  of  the  region  proceeded  at  a  rapid 
pace.  Poinsett  County  was  organized  in  1838,  but  the  county  showed 
little  agricultural  development  for  the  remainder  of  the  century.  In 
1880  there  were  only  297  farms  in  the  county  with  f  total  of  7,979  acres 
of  improved  lands  (Goodspeed  1889:  579).  Apparently,  large  amounts  of 
the  county  were  covered  in  flooded  slackwater  deposits  which  were  densely 
forested.  Timber  harvesting  and  the  lumber  industry  was  a  major  economic 
activity. 

The  town  of  Harked  Tree  was  a  station  on  the  Kansas  City,  Fort  Scott,  and 
Hemphis  Railroad.  In  1889  it  contained  a  depot,  post  office,  and  general 
store  (Goodspeed  1889:  572).  The  store  and  a  hotel  were  operated  by  A. 
S.  Thorn  and  Company  (Goodspeed  1889:  613). 

The  most  recent  published  archeological  investigations  in  the  area  are 
those  performed  by  the  Arkansas  Archeological  Survey  for  the  Rivervale 
Outlet  Ditch  (Klinger  and  Hathis  1978) .  This  work  was  sponsored  by  the 
U.S.  Army  Corps  of  Engineers,  Hemphis  District.  This  site  location 
effort  documented  three  archeological  sites  in  the  near  vicinity  of  the 
project  area.  These  were  3P0394  —  an  isolated  biface  found  on  a  slight 
rise,  3P0400  —  fragments  of  historic  ceramics  and  brick  fragments 
scattered  on  a  river  bank,  and  3PO401  —  brick  fragments  and  ceramics 
scattered  along  a  field  road.  None  were  considered  significant  and  no 
further  archeological  investigations  were  recommended  for  them. 
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SUMMARY  OF  INVESTIGATIONS 


Records  Check 

A  records  check  was  conducted  by  the  Office  of  the  State  Archeologist, 
the  Arkansas  Archeological  Survey,  and  the  Arkansas  Historic  Preservation 
Program. 

The  Arkansas  Historic  Preservation  Program  reported  cne  site  of  possible 
significance  near  the  project  area,  the  Marked  Tree  Siphon.  Project 
construction  activities  will  not  impact  this  site. 

The  Office  of  the  State  Archeologist  reported  no  previously  recorded 
sites  within  the  area  of  direct  project  impact.  However,  three 
previously  recorded  sites  are  within  the  near  vicinity  of  the  project 
area.  These  are  3P0394,  3P0400,  and  3P0401  discussed  above.  None  are 
considered  significant  nor  will  they  be  impacted  by  the  project. 

Field  Work 

Field  work  had  originally  been  scheduled  for  mid-April  1988  but  flooding 
in  the  area  prohibited  effective  examination  at  that  time.  The  area  was 
examined  on  May  6,  1986,  by  John  Northrip  and  James  Hoelscher. 

The  area  was  examined  using  pedestrian  tactics  with  transects  spaced  at 
20  to  25m  intervals  and  shovel  testing  done  at  approximately  30m 
intervals  along  the  transects.  The  profiles  of  two  shovel  tests  were 
described  in  detail  and  matched  the  typical  profile  to  be  expected  within 
a  vertisol.  Profile  1  contained  the  following  horizons: 

All  —  0  to  22cm?  very  dark  grayish  brown  (lOYR  3/2)  clay;  weak 
subangular  blocky  structure;  very  firm;  common,  intersecting 
slickensides;  clear,  smooth  boundary. 

A12  —  22  to  36cm;  dark  brown  (lOYR  3/3)  clay;  weak  subangular  blocky 
structure;  very  firm;  common,  intersecting  slickensides;  clear,  smooth 
boundary.  . 

A13  —  36  to  62cm;  gray  (lOYR  6/1)  clay  with  yellowish  brown  (lOYR  5/4) 
mottles;  weak  subangular  blocky  structure;  very  firm;  common 
intersecting  slickensides;  gradual  smooth  boundary. 

A14  —  72  to  86cm;  gray  (lOYR  6/1)  clay  with  yellowish-red  (5YR  5/6) 
mottles;  weak  subangular  blocky  to  massive  structure;  very  firm; 
boundary  not  observed. 

The  extremely  heavy  clay  soil  prohibited  the  possibility  of  screening  any 
matrix  from  these  tests  at  the  time  of  survey.  Soil  matrix  from  the 
subsurface  tests  were  carefully  sorted  by  shovel  and  trowel  before  the 
holes  were  refilled. 
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At  the  time  of  survey  the  area  was  heavily  vegetated  with  a  hardwood  and 
cypress  canopy  and  dense  understory  including  poison  ivy  (Figures  3  and 
4K  Numerous  areas  of  standing  water  were  noted.  Ground  visibility 
within  the  area  was  generally  less  than  20  percent  except  in  a  small  area 
at  the  northern  end  of  the  north-south  corridor  which  was  in  cultivation. 
Here  ground  visibility  was  greater  than  75  percent. 

Results 

No  cultural  resources  were  observed  within  the  project  area.  Because 
the  area  was  composed  of  a  dense  clay  (vertisol) ,  it  is  extremely 
unlikely  that  it  would  have  been  the  location  of  human  activities 
resulting  in  the  accumulation  of  artifacts.  In  periods  of  wetness  when 
the  area  was  not  actually  covered  with  water,  the  matrix  would  turn  to  a 
sticky  mud  unsuitable  for  general  habitation.  During  the  periods  of 
dryness  the  shrinking  of  the  soil  results  in  the  development  of 
desiccation  cracks,  often  in  excess  of  2m  deep.  Any  artifacts  deposited 
on  the  surface  would  thus  be  displaced  vertically  to  considerable 
distances  within  a  few  years. 

Recommendations 

No  further  investigations  are  recommended  for  this  area. 
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with  ch<  provlaiona  of  thla  purchaae  order,  and  Its  acceptance  by  Che 
Conccacclnf  Officer.  Che  Contraccor  will  be  paid  the  amount  of  money 
Indicated  in  Block  211  of  the  purchaae  order. 
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